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ABSTRACT

KEYWORDS

This study explores the food traditions of Imbolg or St. Brigid’s Day
(1st February), one of the quarter days of the Irish calendar year,
which heralds the awakening of spring. Imbolg is comparable to
Christmas eve, in that celebratory potato dishes such as colcannon
or ‘poundies’ and boxty are consumed. Throughout the Schools’
Collection (6,000 copybooks filled with folklore collected by over
50,000 children), a rich food history where customs, superstitions,
divinations and a mixing of the pagan and Christian traditions is
evident. Four main themes: ‘Dishes’, ‘Brigid’s Crosses’, ‘Biddy Boys
and Brídeogs’ and ‘Brigid, miracles and religion’ were identified,
which share an affinity with the extant folklore literature.
However, certain nuances are also highlighted in the Schools’
Folklore Collection (SFC) revealing a rich and oftentimes neglected
food culture. This paper aims to address the current lacuna within
the Folklore literature concerning foodways, whilst also highlight
ing opportunities for further research.

Food history; Ireland;
quarter-day; St. Brigid;
National Folklore Collection

Introduction
Imbolg or St. Brigid’s Day, Bealtaine (May Day), Lughnasa (1st August), and Samhain
(Halloween) mark significant moments in the Irish agricultural calendar and are known
as quarter days, dividing the year into four natural three-month segments. The focus of
this research is on Imbolg (St. Brigid’s Day) which falls on the 1st February, and this paper
explores the food traditions associated with this first quarter-day using the Schools’
Collection (1937–8) of the Irish Folklore Commission. Food traditions, customs, and
practices relating to quarter and other feast days are recorded in the abundant resources
of the National Folklore Collection (NFC), in University College Dublin (UCD). Indeed,
many scholars have published articles and monographs based on the Main Collection of
the NFC.1 The Schools’ Folklore Collection (SFC) has also proved a rich resource for
folklore scholars,2 however, to date, with the exceptions of Bríd Mahon3 and Patricia
Lysaght,4 little food-specific research has been carried out on these collections. As this
research was carried out during the COVID-19 pandemic when the NFC Archives in
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UCD were closed, the online digitized SFC provided an accessible alternative primary
source.5 This research applies a food studies perspective6 to the folklore archive to
explore elements of our recent ancestors’ traditional foodways previously underresearched.
Despite the pioneering work of some individual scholars,7 the history of Irish food has
only recently been embraced by mainstream historiography and cultural studies, with the
emergence of edited volumes,8 special issues of academic journals9 and doctoral theses.10
A food studies lens has also recently been applied to Irish literature,11 most recently in the
form of gastrocriticism.12 This special volume of Folk Life highlights the interdisciplinary
nature of food studies, with papers on the history of the recipe13; food in poetry14;
cookbooks as historic sources15; newspaper restaurant reviews; and indeed, food and
folklore. This volume augments recent articles on historic diet and foodways,16 French
influences on Georgian Ireland,17 and food representation in Women’s Magazines.18
Mac Con Iomaire19 has argued for food to be recognized as part of Ireland’s intangible
cultural heritage, and has called for researchers to engage with sources in the Irish
language. Many of the transcripts of the SFC are in the Irish language and some in the
old Gaelic script. Although much has been written about the calendar year in Ireland,20
the lack of a specific time or location can sometimes give the misleading impression that
practices were widespread within the country and continuous throughout history. One of
the strengths of the SFC is that it can pinpoint traditions, and terminology, to specific
counties or parishes and analysis of the entries can ascertain if the practices mentioned
were still alive or faded by the 1937–8 period. This paper provides an in-depth explora
tion of one of the quarter days, Imbolg, rather than a broader overview of the whole
calendar year. Further in-depth research on other quarter and festive days is
recommended.

Structure of research paper
This research on the food traditions of Imbolg is carried out through a six-step approach,
which involves (1) a review of the existing literature on folklore, Irish foodways, and
quarter days; (2) an explorative interview with an ethnographer and archivist on how best
to gather archival data on food traditions within Irish folklore archives in a time of
COVID-19; (3) Convenient sampling of 72 food-related transcripts from the Feast of
St. Brigid theme within the digitized SFC (www.duchas.ie); (4) a structured thematic
analysis of the data-set; (5) Two post-analysis interviews with folklore experts to trian
gulate results and interpret findings; and (6) writing up of findings, including excerpts
from the transcripts, along with suggestions for further research.
Four main themes, ‘Dishes’, ‘Brigid’s Crosses’, ‘Biddy Boys and Brídeogs’ and ‘Brigid,
miracles and religion’, were identified in the thematic analysis, which share an affinity to
what is found in the literature. However, certain nuances are also highlighted, revealing
a rich and often neglected food culture, including celebratory foods such as colcannon,
boxty and rice pudding. It is expected that this study will add to the literature and
increasing our collective understanding of the food traditions associated historically with
Imbolg in Ireland. This is an exploratory study drawing on a sample data-set. A future
more in-depth study may reveal deeper findings.
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Irish folklore
The practice of collecting folklore in Ireland began long before the word ‘folklore’ existed.
The Christianization of Ireland in the 5th Century saw the introduction of monasteries
and monks, who recorded in writing the local lore that would previously have only been
part of the oral tradition.21 Defining folklore appears to be a task with which academics
have grappled.22 Nonetheless, there is some agreement on the timing of the populariza
tion of folklore through the folktales of the Brothers Grimm in the early nineteenth
century and the adoption of the term ‘folkore’ itself from 1846.23 Folklore is an inherently
interdisciplinary field, linked to the fields of anthropology and literature24; this inter
disciplinarity accounting in some measure for the difficulty with its definition.
In Ireland, the collection of folktales spurred on by the Celtic Revival of the latenineteenth and early-twentieth-century also popularized folklore. While the works of
literary scholars began to inspire the Irish relationship with folklore more generally, there
was no systematic recording of Irish folklore.25 This changed in the 1920s when the
Swedish scholar, Professor Carl Wilhelm von Sydow, visited Ireland along with Professor
Reidar Christiansen from Oslo.26 The two scholars, having learnt Irish on the Blaskets
and Ballingeary in order to collect Irish folklore, inspired Professor James Delargy27 of
University College Dublin to set up the Irish Folklore Society in 1926.28 A government
grant saw this grow into the Irish Folklore Institute in 1930 and finally in 1935 the Irish
Folklore Commission was founded.29 The main aim of the folklore commission was to
collect, preserve, classify, and explore all aspects of Irish folk life traditions including
house types, crafts and other aspects of rural life.30

The Schools’ Folklore Collection (SFC)
This study relies on the analysis of transcripts from the Schools’ Collection which is
available online at www.duchas.ie following a digitization and transcription project. This
online archive proved invaluable as this research was carried out during the COVID-19
pandemic when the main NFC archives in UCD were closed. The Schools’ Collection
1937–38 was an oral history project, which collected handwritten essays from sixth class
pupils in national schools around Ireland (outside the larger cities). A guide book for
teachers was published in 1937 which set out 55 subject areas about which students could
write, such as ‘local placenames’, ‘the lore of certain days’, ‘herbs’, or ‘festival customs.’31
Patricia Lysaght points out that the Commission’s decision to omit ‘superstitions’ from
the Schools’ survey, unlike the later published The Handbook of Irish Folklore, may have
resulted in the omission of some superstition-related folklore.32 On 2 February 1939, The
Irish Independent reported that ‘[w]eighing over 20 tons and filling 6,000 copybooks,
folklore collected by 50,000 children in the higher standards of National Schools of rural
Ireland has arrived at the headquarters of the Irish Folklore Commission at University
College Dublin’.33 The children collected local lore from grandparents or elderly people
within their communities, which was then recorded in notebooks and archived by The
Folklore Commission. The history of the SFC has recently been thoroughly charted by
Patricia Lysaght34 who has also comprehensively mapped the aims, achievements and
legacy of the Irish Folklore Commission from 1927 to 1970.35 Whereas the Commission
set out initially to ‘collect the fragments’, principally in Gaeltacht regions of the western
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seaboard, an innovative agreement between the Folklore Commission, the Department of
Education and the Irish National Teachers Organization led to the schoolchildren of the
Irish Free State (26 counties) becoming folklore collectors in nearly every parish of the
country. It is the fruits of this innovation, and the later digitization project (www.duchas.
ie) that provided access to such a rich archive for this research. The SFC was indexed and
approximately 1,700 topics were accumulated called the Schools’ Collection Subject List.
The Dúchas Project team amalgamated this subject list with the MoTIF (Pilot Thesaurus
of Irish Folklore) to create a thematic browsing facility for users of the site. This research
collated a sample dataset that included food references from the 370 transcripts in ‘The
Feast of St. Brigid’ subset of the Events theme. There are further food-related themes that
deserve future research, including ‘butter and churns’ (3,324 transcripts), ‘potatoes’
(2,723 transcripts), ‘Halloween’ (957 transcripts) or ‘Food in Olden Times’ (1,604 stories;
284 transcripts). One limitation of the SFC is that many urban schools were allowed to
opt out of the survey, thus under-representing urban or city food traditions within the
collection.36

Literature on Imbolg (St. Brigid’s Day)
Origins and etymology
The analysis of the quarter days within the literature reveals plentiful food references.
St. Brigid’s Day, the awakening of spring, represents a joyous moment bidding farewell to
the long winter months, when farm work could begin again.37 The importance of dairy
foods is observed through tales of St. Brigid’s miracles and accounts of practices to ensure
a bountiful milk supply for the coming year. While it has not been determined how the
celebration of Imbolg began, scholars believe that it has been celebrated as early as the
Iron Age.38 Although there is continuing academic disagreement surrounding the trans
lation of the word Imbolg, it is believed that the word is linked to the old Irish words for
‘milk’ or ‘milking’.39 Another iteration of Imbolg is Óimelc which is controversially
reported to derive etymologically from ‘ewe’s milk’. An alternative suggestion has been
advanced that the word Imbolg signifies ‘large bellied’ or ‘parturition’40 or translated to
‘in the belly’, linking the day with the beginning of the lambing season.41 Either way,
connections can be made between Imbolg and the beginning of the spring where the
promise of dairy produce and lamb is clearly on the horizon once more. Within both the
pagan and Christian traditions, it is a time of cleansing, purification, fertility and
fecundity, as the community look forward towards a good year’s harvest and food
security. While much of the literature refers to both dairy foods and lamb, there is little
mention of the significance of either as food sources.
Imbolg, dairy and food traditions
The name Imbolg is now rarely used in relation to the quarter day, having fallen out of
common use over centuries, and the feast is more commonly known as St. Brigid’s Day.
Nonetheless, the literature still reveals strong links to dairy and signifies the beginning of
the milking season. Brigid was said to have been the ‘best maker of ale and mead in
Ireland’ and her cows provided more milk than any other herd.42 Unsurprisingly, the
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literature recalls many traditions relating to St. Brigid’s Day that describe practices
associated with dairy production.43 Bríd Mahon noted that ‘[b]utter was always freshly
churned on St. Brigid’s Day, and a cake as big as a cartwheel baked, made of flour, curds,
milk and egg. Mutton, bacon, or a fowl, colcannon, boxty bread, dumplings and sowans
(fermented oat husk drink/flummery) were served at supper’.44 Folktales of Brigid
milking her cows three times a day to feed guests at her monastery, or small quantities
of her butter managing to feed many, highlight the significance of dairy produce at that
time of year in Ireland.45
Many of the traditions surrounding St. Brigid’s Day convey a spring awakening, and
stocktaking of the larder in homes across Ireland would have taken place. The woman of
the house would check stocks of flour and bacon; farmers would check on the remaining
stock of fodder after the winter.46 The work of the housewife also involved making sure
that the house was tidy and, regardless of the household’s income, that food was plentiful
for the occasion. Kevin Danaher reported ‘sowans, apple-cake, dumplings and colcan
non’ among dishes to have been enjoyed as part of the festivities.47 Interestingly, sowans
or sowens – a drink/dish made from fermented oat meal and oat husks was consumed as
either a type of oat milk, or as a flummery-type dish thickened by the starch of the oats,
did not appear in the data sample associated with St Brigid’s Day. Known as ‘cáfraith’ in
the Irish language, a search for ‘cáfraidh’ in the Schools’ Collection revealed two
transcripts, both from Masiness, Co. Donegal, one labelled as ‘sean nósanna’ or ‘old
tradtions’.48 Searching for ‘cáfraith’, however, revealed further entries, also from
Donegal. A word search for ‘sowans’ on www.duchas.ie reveals 69 transcripts predomi
nantly from Cavan and Monaghan and mostly from northern or north-western counties.
This highlights the regional spread of certain foods in Ireland, and this fermented Irish
foodstuff deserves further research.
Brigid, miracles, and superstition
Food miracles were widely believed to take place and many households left gifts for
Brigid to aid in their future fortune.49 These practices, it appears, were driven by both
superstition and hope. Superstition appears to have been rooted in the Irish psyche,
particularly pertaining to these quarter days where magic was at its most powerful. ‘Food
and cloth thought to be touched by the saint are said to have curative powers’.50 A notable
tradition in this regard is the Brat Bhríde. The laying of this cloth on the back of a cow to
ensure a good milk supply provides further evidence of Brigid’s apparent curative
powers.51 The Brat Bhríde had many functions, including aiding fertility, easing child
birth, and providing safe passage on journeys.52 The relationship between St. Brigid and
food miracles could perhaps be linked to the timing of St. Brigid’s Day, the beginning of
spring, betokening a new season of food production and marking the end of the colder,
hungrier winter months. Indeed, St. Brigid’s crosses, made from rushes on the eve of
St. Brigid’s Day were used throughout Ireland to protect farm animals and farms;
‘animals were saved from disease and danger and protected from evil magic’.53 Further
links to food are found in the tradition of making St. Brigid’s crosses using un-threshed
oats and a potato. James Delaney, a collector for the Irish Folklore Commission recalls
visiting a man named Tom Dolan of Curnalee, Co. Roscommon, constructing a cross
with ‘a small sheaf of unthreshed oats [. . .] a potato and a slender rod of sallow (a scollop
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he called it)’.54 The cross would be thrust up into the thatch and left there until the first
sowing of the oats for the year after which it would be removed, and the seed used from it
in the first planting. Before planting, the seed would be covered in ‘[h]en dung,
a sovereign remedy against witchcraft and fairy machinations [. . .] then, holy water
was sprinkled on it and a little salt’.55 The cross would then be replaced until the first
sowing of the potato, traditionally on Good Friday, when the potato would be removed,
cut up and used for seed. The cross was then put back up into the thatch until another
was made the following year. A traversing of the pagan and Christian customs of crop
protection of St. Brigid’s Day are plainly visible here in the use of both hen dung and holy
water.
In some areas of Ireland, certain types of work were prohibited on St. Brigid’s Day. In
particular, any work that involved ‘turning of wheels, such as carting, milling and
spinning, was carefully avoided’.56 Instead, whole parishes dedicated the day to
St. Brigid, practicing devotions and celebrating the feast. Observation of a similar custom
is noted at Martinmas, however, and Billy Mag Fhloinn notes that the custom was
observed in honour of St. Martin who died crushed between two mill wheels, no clear
reason for the custom on St. Brigid’s Day is found,57 though it is possible that Martinmas
custom influenced the Spring rituals.
Bríd Mahon highlights food traditions specific to St. Brigid’s Day otherwise absent
from the literature. The author relates the story where Brigid found herself with some
unexpected visitors and no food to offer; ‘seven bishops with their retinue descended
without warning, she had no food to offer them and she sent her servant out fishing’.58
Brigid’s servant returned with a seal, which the saint ‘cooked so superbly and elegantly
that they departed expressing themselves replete and happy’. Mahon also describes
a tradition of leaving a ‘strone of oaten bread in the shape of a cross and a sheaf of
straw on the windowsill for the saint and her pet cow’, however, she unfortunately fails to
explain what a ‘strone’ represented, nor does the word appear in any other literature.59 It
is likely, however, that the word is an English equivalent of the Irish ‘sruán,’ a term for
griddle-cake, ‘sruán coirce’ giving oat-cake.60
Imbolg, and its later expression through the festival of St. Brigid, marked the onset of
the farming year in Ireland. It appears, through the reviewed literature, that at this time
of year, after the darkness of winter, a feeling of hope prevailed for the forthcoming
seasons. Following Imbolg, the second quarter day, Bealtaine symbolizes another shift in
the agricultural calendar.

Methods
This paper draws on three main sources of data and triangulates them to explore the food
traditions associated with Imbolg within Irish folklore, using a food studies perspective.
Firstly, a thorough systematic review of the relevant literature on food, folklore, and
quarter days was conducted. Next, an exploratory interview was held with Jonny Dillon,
folklore archivist at the Folklore Department, UCD, on the 29 March 2021 to ascertain
how best to navigate the Schools’ Collection online. Search tools and key words were
discussed and a suitable convenient sampling protocol was developed. Possible themes
and potential findings were suggested. Following this first interview, a convenient sample
of 72 transcripts from 22 different counties were identified which referred to both food
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and St. Brigid’s Day within the data. This data set was subjected to thematic analysis
following the six steps of data familiarization, initial data coding, searching for themes,
revising themes, defining themes and writing up.61 Two further post-analysis interviews
were held with Jonny Dillon (27 April 2021) and with Professor Patricia Lysaght
(28 April 2021) both of whom offered valuable insights into the literature, the results
of the analysis, and the collection. The use of the three sources offers the opportunity for
triangulation of the information derived from the research, thus improving the robust
ness of its results. As Lysaght noted in her recent comprehensive overview of the SFC:
[A]ll of the material resulting from these folklore-collecting schemes and competitions on
the Island of Ireland, rigorously evaluated, remains a resilient and pertinent resource for
interdisciplinary national and international scholarly research. 62

Analysis of Imbolg, or St. Brigid’s Day – themes
The themes that emerged from analysis of the transcripts for St. Brigid’s Day are ‘Dishes’,
‘Brigid’s Crosses’, ‘Biddy Boys and Brídeogs’ and ‘Brigid, miracles and religion’. The
theme ‘Dishes’ concerns the festive meals in relation to this calendar day, many of which
would be considered traditional, others more unusual. ‘Brigid’s crosses’ collect traditions
and beliefs around interwoven crosses made of different materials, believed to act as
protective charms. ‘Biddy Boys and Brídeogs’ refers to the practice of dressing up and
going door to door with an effigy of ‘Brigid’ – similar to the wren boys’ tradition on
St. Stephen’s Day. ‘Brigid, Religion and Miracles’ is closely related to the crosses, as it
collects stories and episodes of religious importance, such as miracles associated with
St. Brigid.
Dishes
Within the theme of dishes, we found the narration of examples of the traditional meals,
eaten either regionally or nationally on St. Brigid’s Day. In particular, this theme was used
to categorize dishes or meals specific to the celebration St. Brigid’s Day or its eve found in
the transcripts, purposely excluding those that refer to religious practices or divination.
Within this theme, the focus is entirely on the consumption of meals and their
preparation.
The majority of records within this theme mention dishes that one would expect to
find at this time of year. The most important ingredients across all transcripts are
potatoes and dairy, which take centre stage. Potatoes, in particular, are mentioned in
relation to boxty, a pancake fried in butter made of grated and mashed potato, which
makes an appearance in several of the counties.63 It is noteworthy that references to
potatoes can be found under different names in the transcripts. In two transcripts from
Donegal, for example, a reference of a regional name for a potato dish is found,
‘poundies’, an equivalent of the Irish ‘brúitín’ from the verb ‘brúigh’ to press or
mash.’64 While two instances of the term might, of course, not suggest its general
diffusion in the area, additional research of the www.duchas.ie website using the key
word ‘poundies’ revealed 60 different entries, all from various schools within Donegal,
confirming the frequency of this particular term and its specific regional distribution. In
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another transcript, also from Donegal, there is a more specific description of how
potatoes are used in relation to the dish; ‘they make mash-potatoes for the dinner, they
put milk, salt and onions in them and butter and milk in them when eating them’.65 This
record could be describing colcannon or possibly champ, but given that the author does
not name the dish, one cannot be certain. That said, the description found here is very
similar to accounts found in the literature which describe colcannon and champ in
relation to Imbolg and other calendar days.66
A transcript from Tullynacross, Co. Cavan also mentions boxty.67 In doing so, it
compares St. Brigid’s eve to Christmas night; ‘The people long ago had a great feast on
that night. They always thought it was the same night as Christmas night, so they had the
same feast of boxty for the supper’. William Carleton, writing in the early nineteenth
century, notes in his short story ‘The Station’ how boxty was considered a celebratory
food prepared for the priests along with tea, sugar, and white bread.68 This comparison to
Christmas suggests that the eve of St. Brigid’s Day may have been a significant occasion,
at least in some areas of rural Ireland.
The significance of St. Brigid’s Day is evident in three of the transcripts, two from
Galway and one from Tipperary.69 These report pancakes listed for supper ‘in honour of
the festival’. While the mention of pancakes might appear as an unusual occurrence in
Ireland in the early twentieth century, these references are more likely referring to boxty
pancakes, a dish more common to Ireland’s cuisine at the time. This highlights that what
is understood as pancake in contemporary gastronomic parlance may have been different
at the beginning of the twentieth century. A literary example of this is found in Maura
Laverty’s novel, Never No More, where she describes the pancakes as made in the Galway
tradition, with potatoes70:
I always looked forward to Shrove Tuesday and to Gran’s pancakes, which were not made in
the Kildare way with an ordinary batter of milk and eggs and flour. She made them as they
make them in the West of Ireland, with grated raw potato. She got her recipe for boxty
potatoes from her mother who was a Mary Kelly from Galway . . . . The boxty pancakes were
crisp little crumpet-like cakes that were eaten hot with butter and sugar as they came from
the pan.

As previously mentioned, dairy also plays a key role in St. Brigid’s dishes. One of the
transcripts identified from Cloyne, Co. Cork, mentions a supper of sheep’s milk and
potatoes.71 Interestingly, this represents the only reference to sheep’s milk72 found in the
transcripts investigated for St. Brigid’s Day, as opposed to the more common cow’s milk.
This tantalizing reference tempts a speculative connection with the early-term Oímelg,
already mentioned. Cow’s milk, however, makes an appearance in another transcript
from Cavan, where a 62-year-old Mrs Frank Murray recalls ‘On the night of the 31st
January the old people used to have tea, bread and butter for supper, instead of porridge
and milk’.73 This transcript is relevant because it stresses a socio-economic aspect of tea
in post-Famine times. The gradual availability of tea in rural Ireland is further discussed
in Stephanie Byrne and Kathleen Farrell’s paper within this volume.74 The writer men
tions an unusual supper of tea, bread and butter instead of what would have been
commonly available in rural Ireland. Tea was in fact considered a luxury in most Irish
households of that time, and this transcript might, on one hand, indicate that such luxury
would have been consumed on the special occasion of St. Brigid Day.75 On the other
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hand, it might also be that this transcript might be traced back to a relatively wealthy
family who had access to such ingredients.
Finally, there are four references to rice in the transcripts. There is reference to
a supper of rice sprinkled with raisins served with melted butter, or rice pudding in
Mayo, Wexford, Tipperary and Kilkenny.76 The dish identified in Mayo might also be
a rice pudding; however, there is no other specific detail given. This finding is unique as
no other mention of this ingredient was found in relation to other calendar days. This
might indicate, as above, access to a broader variety of ingredients amongst possibly
wealthier households with the power to purchase it, or the celebratory nature of the dish,
as a specific search of www.duchas.ie for the key word ‘rice puddings’ revealed 14 entries,
many of which were associated principally with Christmas, but some with St. Brigid’s
Day. The tradition of consuming numerous suppers (including rice pudding) at
Christmas is discussed by Byrne and Farrell.77

St. Brigid’s crosses
The second theme identified in the transcripts for St. Brigid’s day relates to St. Brigid’s
crosses. Most of the transcripts referenced crosses made simply from rushes. This is what
is found in the standard literature and in the historical accounts of this tradition.78
Specific interest for this paper is found in several transcripts with instances where food
stuffs, namely, corn, oats and potatoes were used in the production of crosses or where
the crosses themselves were used for food-specific purposes. It should be noted that the
term ‘corn’ within the literature often refers to either wheat, barley, or rye and not to
Maize.
One transcript from Galway, for example, shows the use of corn, oats and potatoes in
the cross; ‘on St. Brigid’s Day a sheaf of corn is divided into the shape of a cross.79 On one
arm of the cross is placed a potato and on the other end you placed oats’. This transcript
does not mention the use for this particular type of cross or its purpose, but highlights
something mostly neglected in historical accounts. A second transcript from
Laurencetown, Co. Galway provides more clarity about the foods’ purpose in crosses.80
This transcript states that the corn, oats and potato from the cross are removed and used
for the first planting of these crops. A final transcript from Galway provides further
evidence of this link between St. Brigid’s crosses and food production. In this instance, an
element of superstition in relation to the crosses is added. This cross is reported as being
constructed with only ‘a few blades of oats’ that is then left in the rafters until the time of
sowing. These oats from the cross are considered lucky when included at the time of
sowing.81
One final transcript that further illustrates the association between superstitious
practice and St. Brigid’s crosses was found. In this transcript from Donegal the author
describes the various protections offered by the cross; ‘protection against lightning, and
danger, and to save the animals from various diseases’.82 Interestingly, this represents the
only reference to the use of crosses to protect livestock in the sample data-set. While this
is in line with Kevin Danaher’s accounts, it may not occur frequently in the School’s
Collection as a result of the Commission’s decision to omit ‘superstitions’ from the
survey.83
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Biddy Boys and Brídeogs
Biddy Boys were groups of men that traditionally dressed in straw costumes and visited
local houses collecting money or more often food. Humphrey O’Sullivan mentions them
in his diary for the night of the 31 January 1828 in Callan, Co. Kilkenny, noting the
similarity with the wren boys on St. Stephen’s Day.84 They would have carried with them
a Brídeog, a doll often fashioned from the dash of the churn for the body and a turnip for
the head. Throughout this selection of transcripts, examples of this custom as well as
descriptions of the materials used to make the Brídeog are found. Here, the significance of
food is twofold, for either the making of the Brídeog, and the food that would have been
collected for the subsequent party.
In a transcript from Ballynahinch, Co. Kerry, we see reference to the Bhrídheog [sic]
getting food and donations from houses. However, the same transcript also claims that
this tradition has died out and that the groups now practice a similar tradition on
Wren’s day, presumably St Stephen’s Day.85 Another transcript from Kerry claims that
the boys would dress up in straw hats, go around with a doll and that they would spend
the night drinking whiskey and porter.86 While this second transcript does not specify
either Biddy Boys or Brídeogs, it could be presumed that this is the custom that it
refers to.
A transcript from Galway – in contrast – with its specificity of food stuff indicates that
the Brídeogs would go from door to door collecting money and eggs.87 This is the only
mention of Brídeogs and eggs together found in the sample. The only other accounts of
eggs are found in relation to Bealtaine, perhaps because hens would have started laying
more eggs after the winter. That said, eggs, despite their importance as a source of food,
are not significantly explored within Irish food history literature.88 A study of eggs in the
Schools’ Collection would make an interesting research project.
While the above examples of the Brídeogs outline the food and drinks surrounding the
traditions, the food items used to fashion the Brídeog doll are reported similarly in all of
the transcripts. Many of the Brídeogs are described as having a turnip for a head. One
transcript from Mayo states ‘they then get a turnip and make two eyes and a nose in it
with soot they dress it up like a doll’ and a similar description is also found in Kerry.89 In
Cloonaghboy, Co. Mayo, again, we see the same use of the turnip, where the children
would shape it into a head before going from house to house.90 While the use of the
turnip dominates this theme in the transcripts, an informant from Meath recalls the use
of the dash of a churn on its own, dressed up, that the children of the area used to carry
from house to house.91 Another transcript from Gortrooskagh, Co. Kerry, also using the
dash of the churn, gives much greater detail of the ‘Biddy’, as this informant calls the doll;
The Biddy is built on a churn-staff, so that the figure can stand on the table. She is dressed in
white, wearing a blue sash. For the head a large turnip is shaped, carved and painted by
a handy-man. Some flax is kept from year to year and stuck on for hair. A large cross is made
and sewn on to her left shoulder. When finished she looks quite real.92

Although the Brídeog is referenced twenty times from the sample of 72 transcripts, three
of those claimed that the tradition no longer happens in their townlands.93 This tradition
has in fact now almost fully disappeared. Considering the number of references to the
Brídeog linked to food, this theme, however, represents a potential avenue for further
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research within both the Schools’ Collection and the additional collections in the Folklore
Commissions archives.
Brigid, miracles and religion
Among the sample of transcripts, there were many that recalled tales of Brigid and her
apparent miraculous endeavours. Kerry Noonan, in her exploration of the miracles
performed by St. Brigit, based on numerous accounts written shortly after her death,
highlights that the predominance of miracles dealing with food or food-producing
animals is striking, especially when compared to the Lives of other Irish saints.94
St. Brigid, it seems, could convert pagans to Christianity with ease and could conjure
plentiful food where there was none before. St. Brigid’s wells, it seems, were also sites
where magic happened.
In Manulla, Co. Mayo, we found a legend about St. Brigid converting a ‘pagan and his
wife’ (Plate 1).95 Brigid was walking on a road near Nephin mountain, ‘she was choking
with the thirst’. Brigid called to the house of the pagan and asked for a drink. The woman
of the house filled a mug from the churn and put poison in it. Brigid knew that there was
poison in the drink and so made a cross over it with a piece of straw from the ground, this
expelled the poison and Brigid could drink the liquid. This act proved to the pagan and
his wife that Brigid belonged to the ‘true God’ and so they became the ‘best Christians
that ever went in to a chapel’. This story from Mayo perfectly illustrates Brigid’s magic,
and underlines Bridget’s role as an evangelist.
An account of a custom of leaving bread on the table during the night for St. Brigid to
bless is found in Cork. This custom had come about as a result of another legend about
the saint. St. Brigid, calling to a house, this time asks for some bread to eat. The man was
poor and ‘had very little for himself, but he gave her what he had’. After the man’s
generosity, he found to his astonishment that his cupboard was ‘plentifully supplied with
bread’.96
Accounts of magical happenings around St. Brigid’s wells are also found. One high
lights the wells in a generous light, while another serves as a warning about tampering
with these holy wells. In Grange, Co. Meath, a transcript tells the story of a man on his
way home from working on the railroad from Drogheda to Oldcastle. Tired and hungry,
the exhausted man went to a well for a drink and ‘to his great surprise he found there four
hot potatoes’.97 While this account illustrates the link between St. Brigid and generosity,
another story from Baltigeer, Co. Meath provides warning to anyone who might tamper
with Brigid’s holy wells. This account tells of a man who fills in a holy well in his field. The
well, unbeknown to the man, is blessed. The following morning the man found that the
well had sprung up from the ground and flooded the field. That evening, the flood had
subsided but when a woman took water from it to cook potatoes she found that the water
would not boil.98
A representation of the juxtaposition between the religious and the earlier preChristian traditions, as well as a depiction of the significance of dairy as a food
source, is found in a further transcript from Tipperary. In this particular transcript,
the butter is put under the care of the saint so that it ‘would be lucky and that no
pishogues would be set for it’.99 One may recall that the role of dairy produce has
been already stressed in relation to St. Brigid’s Day in the literature, and that the
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Plate 1. Example of transcript for St. Brigid’s Day. courtesy of NFC, UCD. See www.duchas.ie

stories about St. Brigid’s milk and butter are many.100 However, little is found in the
sample connecting the saint with dairy, apart from milk and butter used in potato and
rice dishes.
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Another transcript of note under this theme comes from Leitrim.101 This account illustrates
food-related religious practices on the day of St. Brigid. A large oatmeal cake was prepared on
the eve of the feast day, which could be Bríd Mahon’s ‘strone’ or ‘sruán coirce’. The
following day the youngest girl in the house went outside to make a cross made from rushes.
The family bolted the door and knelt before an altar in the kitchen. The girl knelt on the
threshold of the house and said a prayer to St. Brigid while holding the cross. Afterwards the
girl entered the house and the woman of the house would lift the oatcake and hit the door with
it while saying ‘May God keep hunger away from this house during the coming year’. It should
also be noted that the same informant telling this story, finishes the tale by telling that the family
then eats the oat cake with noggins of milk. This is the only reference to noggins, an old Irish
drinking vessel, found within the sample.102 Firkins, piggins, timber tubs, made by coopers and
metal cans made by tin smiths were mentioned in a rich bilingual transcript from Nora Ní
Asaoid’s class in Kilmaley, Co. Clare (Plate 2). It begins in Irish ‘Oidhche le Brighide baintear an
ceann as an bhfeircín agus itheann an dailtín a dhóthain’ – noting that on St. Brigid’s night the
lid would be removed from the firkin and the young student would eat their fill. This transcript
also notes that tradition of women carrying tubs of butter on their heads to the butter houses,
balanced on a round roller made of cloth, and points out that coopers were still active making
firkins in Kilmaley at the time.103
St. Brigid’s powers of protection are further highlighted in a transcript from Kells, Co.
Meath, although the story is reported as coming from the coast of Donegal.104 Here we see the
only reference to the Brat Bhríde found in the sample. Fishermen, upon finding themselves in
a storm would shake the ‘emblem in the face of the wind and this is supposed to calm it’.

Conclusions
The findings for St. Brigid’s Day were analysed under the themes of ‘dishes’, ‘Brigid’s crosses’,
‘Biddy Boys and Brídeogs’ and ‘Brigid, miracles and religion’. The findings were discussed with
folklore experts in two interviews. The first theme highlights the instance of potato dishes in the
celebration of St. Brigid’s Day. Both colcannan and sowans were noted in the literature and
evidence within the Schools’ Collection of ‘poundies’, ‘brúíghtín’, ‘sowans’ and either ‘cáfraith’
or ‘cáfraidh’ highlights the regional spread of certain foods in Ireland, and the importance of
engaging with both Irish language as well as English language sources within the archive. The
lost and forgotten fermented Irish foodstuff ‘sowans’ also deserves further research. Additional
peculiar findings were the four accounts which mention rice dishes, some of which were
specified as rice pudding. It should be noted that these puddings were traditionally made on
milk, a foodstuff widely associated with both Brigid and with the festival. The firkin of butter
noted in the Kilmaley transcript (Plate 2) strengthens the dairy theme. As previously noted, one
transcript from Cavan compared St. Brigid’s Eve and Christmas night, both times for cele
bratory food, whether it be rice pudding or boxty pancakes.105 William Carleton also high
lighted the celebratory nature of boxty, tea, white bread and sugar in his 1834 short story ‘The
Station’.
More typical are the findings around ‘Brigid’s Crosses’, usually made from rushes.
However, transcripts found in the SFC affirm James Delaney’s description in the literature
regarding the use of potatoes, oats and corn in the production of crosses as well as the use of
same to protect crops and livestock.106 ‘Biddy Boys and Brídeogs’ reveals lore of a tradition
that as early as the 1930s was fading in some localities. Humphrey O’Sullivan noted the

154

C. NIC PHILIBÍN AND M. MAC CON IOMAIRE

Plate 2. Link between St. Brigid’s night and firkins of butter from Co. Clare. courtesy of NFC, UCD. See
www.duchas.ie

practice in Callan, Co. Kilkenny a century earlier in 1828. The use of turnips in the
construction of the Brídeog appears common, while one transcript noting the use of flax
was found. Kerry Noonan notes the international nature of this custom, which along with
its Irish practice, clearly provides another avenue for further research.107
Finally, ‘Brigid, miracles and religion’ offers examples of the saint’s ability to convert pagans
to Christianity while her apparent kindness is illustrated in her magical provision of food. The
sample data-set reveals an extensive collection of food-specific examples relating to St. Brigid’s
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Day. In hindsight, the decision of the Commission not to include the supernatural or ‘super
stitions’ in the questionnaire for the SFC may have resulted in the loss of a significant amount
of lore relating to Brigid and miracles.108 Although it should be noted that this omission did not
affect the occurrence of stories and tales laden with superstition and the supernatural for
Bealtaine and for Samhain. The reasons for this significant difference are not immediately clear.
However, the loss or retention of certain superstitious customs or beliefs represents another
avenue for further research.
Significantly, one of the transcripts claims that St. Brigid’s Day is akin to Christmas in its
celebration. While the festival is no longer celebrated officially nationally, unlike Christmas
which is a public holiday, this finding suggests that it was, at one stage a time of significant
celebration, welcoming the beginning of spring. Foods such as colcannan, boxty, poundies, rice
pudding, butter, milk and tea are highlighted in the exploratory data-set of transcripts from the
SFC. Stephanie Byrne and Kathleen Farrell’s paper on the food-related traditions associated
with the Christmas period within this special Irish food issue of Folk Life provides further
evidence of the value of the SFC as a resource for exploring the history of Irish food customs
and traditions around feast days. This paper concludes by recommending further research on
the remaining quarter days (Bealtaine, Lughnasa, Samhain) and on other significant calendar
days (e.g. Shrove Tuesday, Good Friday, Easter Sunday, Michaelmas, Martinmas) to further
explore Irish culinary traditions and food customs. A thorough exploration of the SFC themes
such as ‘Food in the Olden Days’ would also be enlightening.
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